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Introduction
For many years the primary function of K-12 schools has been to support students in
meeting their academic needs. Whether students are preparing to head into the workforce or seek
higher education, getting students a high school diploma has been the major goal of K-12
institutions. However, students would not succeed beyond the K-12 system if they were not also
emotionally mature and socially adept for working environments. Inherently, schools have been
teaching students social and emotional skills as long as they have been teaching them
academically. However, in recent years the concept of Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) has
grown into a bigger phenomenon forcing administrators and educators to consider how well they
are keeping up with the growing social and emotional needs of students. According to the
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning organization, SEL is:
the process through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the knowledge,
skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal
and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, and establish and maintain
supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring decisions. (CASEL)
SEL is growing in schools as administrations build schoolwide programs and educators
become increasingly aware of SEL and its benefits for their students (McGraw Hill, 2021, p. 3).
As the trends in schoolwide SEL intervention programs progress, it is beneficial to consider
other ways SEL can be integrated into the school day for students. SEL may prove beneficial to
individual students’ needs and to schools that are unable to integrate school wide programs if it is
intentionally taught throughout their regular content courses of math, social studies, science, and
language arts.
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Research Questions
To address the issues raised in the introduction, this project asks the following questions:
How can social and emotional learning be intentionally incorporated into the high school
language arts curriculum?
How can teaching diverse young adult literature in high school classrooms enhance social
and emotional learning?
Literature Review
Social and Emotional Learning is more relevant than ever for adolescents grappling with
mental health issues, growing up in a digital generation, facing a pandemic and more. If students
are given no coping mechanisms for these stressors, they will certainly be more distracted and
disengaged in their education. Teaching SEL skills can help students regulate their emotions and
in turn focus on their academic success (Tate, 2019). Positive consequences for schools
implementing SEL include better attendance, grades, test scores, graduation rates, success at
college and in careers (Atwell, M. N., & Bridgeland J. M., 2019, p. 11). SEL aims to help
students navigate their lives as growing adolescents and develop social, emotional, and cognitive
skills that benefit their academic success, ability to engage in society and their overall wellbeing.

The CASEL framework for SEL provides the most up to date breakdown of SEL components
that are growing in use by researchers and educators right now. The five components of SEL
recognized by CASEL include social awareness, relationship skills, responsible decision making,
self-awareness, and self-management. Social awareness encompasses the ability to emphasize
with and understand the perspectives of people from differing backgrounds. Relationship skills
involve navigating healthy and supportive relationships. Responsible decision making is the
ability to make good choices in personal behavior that positively affect social interactions. Self-
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awareness is recognizing one’s own purpose, values, and emotions. Lastly, self-management is
the ability to manage one’s own thoughts and behaviors to accomplish personal goals (CASEL).
With administrators and educators recognizing the importance of increased SEL education, states
have begun taking it upon themselves to build their own SEL standards (West et al., 2020, p.
280). In Ohio, the K-12 Social and Emotional Learning Standards were published in June of
2019 and are based on the five components of CASEL’s SEL framework (Ohio Department of
Education). While developing standards for SEL per state is a step in the right direction, it leaves
educators and administrators with the task of figuring out how to meet these standards.

The primary approach to SEL implementation in schools currently appears to be in
schoolwide programs. These schoolwide implementations of SEL have proven to be effective in
improving student academic achievement (West et al., 2020, p. 280). By implementing school
wide SEL programs teachers and staff can be provided with training on how to integrate SEL
programs and how to appropriately measure how their students are progressing in SEL (Atwell,
M. N., & Bridgeland J. M, 2019, p. 6). Principals are working towards increased SEL integration
at the schoolwide level, but they have noticed a lack of district wide SEL integration (Atwell, M.
N., & Bridgeland J. M, 2019, p. 7). In addition, principals are beginning to consider the need for
teaching SEL skills within the classroom curriculum (Atwell, M. N., & Bridgeland J. M., 2019,
pp. 17-18). While schoolwide SEL programs are improving learning environments and
increasing academic achievement, students are still facing their own social and emotional issues
that prevent them from reaching their full potential in school (DePaoli et al., 2018, pp. 3-5).
Incorporating SEL into the curriculum of individual classrooms, may more directly address the
social emotional needs of students.
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While teachers of each academic subject—math, science, history, and language arts—are
already loaded with responsibilities, their classrooms may be the prime location for SEL
education to take place. Ahmed et al. (2020) studied how taking an SEL approach affects
students’ social-emotional competence. With students spending a significant part of each day at
school, teachers are best suited to link what students learn in the classroom to their lives outside
the classroom. Teachers should explicitly teach SEL within their math, science, social studies,
and language arts curriculum (Ahmed et al., 2020, p. 667). While this may seem like a large feat
for teachers to add to their busy curriculums, it is possible to incorporate aspects of SEL into
what teachers already teach in their classrooms. Particularly, in language arts classrooms,
implementation of SEL into the current curriculum would not completely change the lessons
educators already teach.
In language arts education, teaching SEL to students would not be a far leap from what
educators are already accomplishing. Teaching literature and writing requires students to
consider who they are reading about or who their audience is in a writing assignment. Reading
gives students access to experiences beyond what they see in their own lives and what they
experience in the educational setting. ELA teachers focus on teaching students about theme,
characterization, etc. which implicitly require students to reflect on the social and emotional
needs of the characters. However, these teachers can implement SEL by prompting students to
make more clear connections between the characters’ social emotional needs and their own
needs. The challenge in teaching SEL to high school language arts students is to give them a text
that they can relate to while also emphasizing and understanding the lives of people from
different backgrounds.
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An approach to integrating SEL in language arts classrooms is considering the underutilized
young adult (YA) genre. The growing genre of contemporary young adult literature is one that is
often encouraged for students to read on their own time, but less frequently prioritized in the
classroom. YA literature provides contemporary characters and situations that adolescents can
identify with. Petrone et. al (2015) writes about reading YA literature from a youth lens to
examine how adolescence is depicted in literature. Adolescence is different for every child, so it
should be depicted as a variety of experiences, “some are rebellious, some are compliant, some
feel as if their lives are tumultuous and some as though their lives are stable, some have strong
peer networks and some do not” (Petrone et. al., 2015, p. 509). YA literature could be a
significant tool in teaching SEL in the high school language arts classroom if teachers seek out
novels which reflect the various experiences of adolescents and connect them to the five
components of SEL: self-awareness, self-management, responsible decision making, social
awareness, and relationship skills.
Teachers need to intentionally integrate social and emotional learning into the curriculum of
high school language arts classrooms. In Ohio, the social and emotional learning standards for K12 reflect the five components of SEL that CASEL recognizes (Ohio Department of Education).
While schools are working towards implementing school wide SEL programs, it is unclear if
standards such as these are recognized in schools, or if individual teachers should be considering
these standards in their curriculum. An issue here is that implementing SEL programs in schools
and in curriculum requires teachers to undergo training and professional development which can
be costly and time consuming (Atwell, M. N., & Bridgeland J. M., 2019, p. 20). Additionally,
early teacher education programs do not currently have a large focus on how to develop SEL into
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the curriculum. In the case of ELA teachers, matters can be taken into the hands of individual
teachers by incorporating the five components of SEL into lessons about YA literature.
Methodology
As the research states, schools currently focus more on schoolwide implementation of
SEL with lesser preparation or encouragement for teachers to implement SEL in their individual
classrooms. While these programs may enhance school achievement and graduation rates,
teachers may be able to further social and emotional learning in the classroom and allow students
to make valuable and important connections between their lives and the content. To answer my
research questions about how to intentionally incorporate SEL into high school language arts
curriculum, and how to use YA literature to enhance social and emotional learning, I have
created my own teaching guide.
Far before I began the process of creating this teaching guide, I started reading YA
literature. I have read a wide array of YA literature throughout my life which has kept me
interested in reading, made me feel connected to a wide variety of characters, and broadened my
perspective and understanding of people from various backgrounds and people who have had
different life experiences than me. For these reasons I find YA literature to be engaging for
students and incredibly important to the general social movement towards increasing empathy
and inclusivity. For the purposes of this project, I started reading a variety of contemporary
young adult novels. During the proposal stage, I had the list of books I wanted to include in the
project narrowed down to Clap When You Land by Elizabeth Acevedo, The Poet X by Elizabeth
Acevedo, The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie, I’ll Give You the
Sun by Jandy Nelson, Long Way Down by Jason Reynolds, and Dear Martin by Nic Stone. I
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found that these books reflected diverse characters and experiences which some students would
relate to while others would be able to broaden their world view.
As I read these books I created a chart, shown in Appendix A, to help organize my
thoughts and ideas about each book. This chart was originally intended to be a resource I would
include in my teaching guide. It included summaries of each book and thoughts about how each
book could lead to teaching about various SEL components. However, as I thought about the
best way to approach my teaching guide, I realized it would be more productive to only address
one SEL component per book. The chart now includes the title of each book, the specific SEL
component that would be studied with the book, and evidence gathered from each book that
reflects the SEL component. Aspects of the original chart, such as the summaries of each book,
are included in my teaching guide, but the chart itself was not included. Additionally, in deciding
to use one SEL component per book, I had to narrow my list of YA novels down to a total of
five. While for the purposes of this project and the continued development of the teaching guide
I chose to only discuss one SEL component per book, I believe that throughout these books,
more than one SEL component is represented and could be taught.
Once I decided that I would like to teach one SEL component per book, I had to begin
thinking about the lessons I was going to teach. I wrote one lesson plan per book, each one
focusing on a specific component of SEL. I also decided that I wanted to show teachers how SEL
could be implemented at any point in the reading and teaching of these books. For this reason,
the Dear Martin lesson takes place before students have even begun reading the book and the
Long Way Down lesson plan takes place right after students have finished reading the book. The
lessons for Clap When You Land, The Poet X, and I’ll Give You the Sun all take place in the
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middle of reading the books. These decisions were made using my knowledge of the content
within the books combined with my knowledge about SEL.
The process of combining SEL into lessons about content was experimental for me, but
this is a practice that is recommended by CASEL for integrating SEL into academic instruction
(CASEL). As discussed in the literature review, teachers have plenty to accomplish in the
planning and teaching of their curriculum. It was important to me that adding SEL to the lessons
would enhance what teachers already do, rather than recreate or complicate the process of
planning. I had read and analyzed each book in depth, collecting the textual evidence present in
Appendix A, about plot, characters, themes, etc. that applied to each SEL component. My next
step was to carefully read the Ohio SEL Standards as well as the Ohio Common Core State
Standards. As I did this, I found that the SEL standards nicely paired with the Common Core
standards. For example, in the Dear Martin lesson plan, I included SEL standard C1. 2.d which
says, “Demonstrate ways to encourage mutual respect across all settings when viewpoints or
perceptions differ” with the Common Core standard SL.9-10.1 which says, “Initiate and
participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and
teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 9–10 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’
ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively.” The SEL standard asks students to
respect different viewpoints. The Common Core standard calls for students to participate in
collaborative discussions. The lesson I created using these standards allows students to
participate in discussions in which they will practice respecting different viewpoints and consider
how to respect different viewpoints even in conversations that are particularly divisive or
difficult. Teachers are likely already having students participate in various types of discussion
regularly, so adding the SEL standard adds the focus of teaching respect for differing viewpoints

Integrating Social and Emotional Learning into Language Arts Classrooms

10

(which teachers likely already encourage and expect). Teaching this in the context of introducing
the YA novel Dear Martin prepares students to apply respectful conversation to the difficult
conversations about racism and police violence that may arise while reading the novel. I believe
that teachers could effectively take lessons they already use, seek out SEL standards that pair
well with the Common Core standards, and create meaningful lessons that address both content
and social emotional learning skills.
In addition to aligning SEL standards with academic standards, CASEL recommends
using interactive pedagogy, specifically noting the use of class discussions and cooperative
learning (CASEL). In creating the six lesson plans included in the teaching guide (Appendix A),
I tried to make the lessons as engaging and hands-on as possible. The lessons include discussion
and/or collaborative group work as well as opportunities for students to self-reflect. For example,
in the lesson about Elizabeth Acevedo’s Clap When You Land, students begin the class with selfreflection by writing responses to questions about how often they write and whether or not they
consider themselves to be a writer or an artist. During the central learning task, students
participate in group work which requires all students to collaborate as they discuss theme and
characterization. Lastly, students participate in creating a class Padlet where they can share their
creative works, giving them a safe place for creativity and self-advocacy, two of the things
Xiomara is grappling with in the book. I designed these lessons to engage students and get them
working together to create knowledge and build SEL skills.
All the texts I initially studied were contemporary young adult novels that centered
around characters of different ethnicity, culture, religion, gender, sexuality, and socio-economic
status. I found that reading young adult novels that reflect characters of diverse backgrounds
could open up conversation about the SEL components of self-awareness, self-management,
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social awareness, relationship skills and responsible decision making. However, in creating this
teaching guide I wanted to acknowledge that SEL can be applied to classic novels too and that it
is still important to teach classics even when adding YA novels to the curriculum. My research
focus for this project was to focus on contemporary YA novels, but my teaching guide would be
misleading to educators if I were to disregard the classics completely in my implementation of
SEL. For this reason, my teaching guide also provides an SEL lesson for Mary Shelley’s
Frankenstein.
In addition to choosing YA novels that were diverse, I also chose YA novels that were
recognized and acclaimed. Each YA book chosen has received awards from the American
Library Association, which not only affirms their excellence, but also shows the diversity of the
novels chosen. The awards given to these books include the William C. Morris Debut YA
Award, Stonewall Book Awards, Rainbow Project Book List, Michael L. Printz Award, National
Book Award, Pura Belpré Award, Odyssey Award, John Newberry Medal, Coretta Scott King
Award, and Amazing Audiobooks for Young Adults. These awards recognize and celebrate
diversity as well as giving voice to adolescents in literature. As I created my teaching guide, I
realized that it was important to recognize the achievements of each book and include these
accolades as proof to educators that these books are worthy of being taught in the classroom.
Before each lesson plan in the teaching guide, there is a page summarizing the book, genre, and
literary awards the book has won.
Conclusions
My experience with writing the six lesson plans included in my teaching guide, studying
SEL, and reading YA novels has led me to be very excited about the future of social and
emotional learning in high school language arts classrooms. I found that adding the SEL
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standards to the Common Core standards enhanced the quality of the lessons and broadened
learning opportunities. I was able to create engaging, collaborative lessons that cover Ohio
Common Core standards for reading and writing and teach social and emotional learning skills
simultaneously. I believe that this implementation of SEL within individual classrooms will
allow teachers to adapt to their students’ needs and will allow students to build valuable
connections between the books they read about and the world they live in.
Implications for Future Practice
As educators, especially in public schools, the curriculum that we teach will not always
be within our control. The opinions of administration, parents, and lawmakers often preside over
our professional judgements. The recent introduction of Ohio House Bill 616 is an example of
this and is a concerning current event for Ohio educators, seeking to teach SEL and YA
literature, or not. The bill lays concerns for the teaching of “divisive or inherently racist
concepts” including “diversity, equity, and inclusion learning outcomes,” and prohibits “divisive
or inherently racist” textbooks, materials, curriculum, standards, curricula, training, assignments,
assessments, and classroom resources (House Bill 616). It is essentially saying that teaching
about diversity and the history of racism within the United States is racist towards white people.
The bill also introduces guidelines for teaching about sexual orientation and gender identity.
Teachers could lose their teaching license if they are found to have violated the provisions of the
bill. If the bill passes, the teaching of the young adult novels in this teaching guide would be
prohibited.
In the instance that this bill or similar bills introduced in other states pass, teaching social
and emotional learning could be complicated. However, if the classic novels that educators have
been teaching for many years are still available, social and emotional learning can still be
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achieved in the language arts classroom. Conversations about responsible decision making, selfmanagement, self-awareness, relationship skills, and social awareness can still take place, but
educators will have to act mindfully. As stated before, social and emotional learning has been
taking place in the ELA classroom all along, but using young adult novels makes the SEL
instruction more relevant to current issues and to the lives of adolescents. Michael Cart writes on
behalf of the Young Adult Library Services Association (YALSA):
Another value of young adult literature is its capacity for fostering understanding,
empathy, and compassion by offering vividly realized portraits of the lives – exterior and
interior – of individuals who are unlike the reader. In this way young adult literature
invites its readership to embrace the humanity it shares with those who – if not for the
encounter in reading – might forever remain strangers or – worse — irredeemably
“other.” (Cart, 2008)
It is extremely important to recognize that experts in children’s and young adult literature believe
it promotes empathy and understanding, while the writers of House Bill 616 believe teaching
about these topics to be divisive. YA literature teaches truth, even when readers or parents find
the truth disagreeable, which better prepares adolescents to be productive citizens (Cart, 2008).
In the event that this bill does not pass in Ohio, I believe these young adult novels should be
utilized. This does not mean that there will not be parents or other individuals upset by these
texts, but it is much easier to handle this when there are no laws threatening the licenses of
qualified teachers.
The lessons presented in the teaching guide are important and relevant in education right
now. Social and emotional learning is vital to the success of students in school and in their future
careers and endeavors. Young adult novels provide representation and perspective to students

Integrating Social and Emotional Learning into Language Arts Classrooms

14

which is essential to social and emotional learning. Teachers can make SEL a common practice
in their classrooms without completely changing the structure and curriculum they currently
teach, and students will benefit from the change. Making the social and emotional learning that
takes place in the classroom intentional and purposeful will expand upon the school-wide SEL
programs, or allow teachers to take initiative in their classrooms in schools that do not implement
school-wide programs.

15

Integrating Social and Emotional Learning into Language Arts Classrooms

Appendix A
Social & Emotional Learning YA Lit Chart

The following chart provides contemporary young adult novels that were used to make
the lesson plans in the teaching guide. The chart provides specific examples from each book that
reflect its designated SEL component and were considered in the process of writing the lesson
plans.

Book and
Author
Clap When
You Land by
Elizabeth
Acevedo

Significant Evidence
●
●

●

●

The Poet X
by Elizabeth
Acevedo

●

●

●

●

Yahaira’s mother comes to terms with Camino and
helps her come to the US (Acevedo, 2020, p. 405).
Yahaira and Camino are able to work on overcoming
their fathers lie and begin to support each other. They
begin to realize how much they need each other
(Acevedo, 2020, p. 397).
Camino helps Carline and wants her to stay with Tia
after she leaves for the US (Acevedo, 2020, pp. 403404).
Camino strengthened relationships with Tia and Papi
because she lost her mother (Acevedo, 2020, pp. 104105).

SEL
Component
Relationship
Skills

Xiomara is taunted and criticized for her body, which Selfforces her to push down her feelings and show anger Awareness
instead (Acevedo, 2020, pp. 4-5).
Xiomara faces the knowledge that she has not grown
into the quiet, church-going girl her mother wanted
her to be, but rather she became someone who must
defend and stand up for herself (Acevedo, 2020, pp.
7-8).
Xiomara has doubts about her Catholic upbringing
and does not want to take the confirmation classes her
mother has signed her up for (Acevedo, 2020, pp. 1215).
Xiomara’s mother viewed her and her brother as a
gift from God because it took so long to have them,
but this resulted in high expectations that made
Xiomara hate her mother (Acevedo, 2020, pp. 1821).
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●

I’ll Give You
the Sun by
Jandy Nelson

●

●

Long Way
Down by
Jason
Reynolds

●

●

●
●
●
●

Dear Martin
by Nic Stone

●

●

●

Xiomara knows poetry is an outlet and positive
activity for her own wellbeing.
Jude and Noah both have a passion for art which they
manifest in different ways. They each take a different
approach to their art especially when they are
struggling with inspiration. Jude makes clothing, she
also makes many sculptures that fall apart, and she
used to make sand sculptures (Nelson, 2014, pp. 2633). Noah quits making art when he does not get into
art school, but eventually creates a mural because he
is unable to control his artistic impulses when he
needs to express his feelings (Nelson, 2014, pp. 350351).
Jude and Noah eventually demonstrate empathy for
Guillermo even though their mother cheated on their
father with him, because they know that he also had
to grieve the loss of their mother (Nelson, 2014, pp.
364-367).
After someone is shot, everyone has been conditioned
to say nothing to the police (Reynolds, 2017, pp. 1819).
The “rules” everyone Will knows follows. No crying,
no snitching, and always get revenge if someone you
know is killed (Reynolds, 2017, pp. 31-35).
Will getting Shawn’s gun (Reynolds, 2017, pp. 4849).
Will assumes/knows Riggs killed Shawn and decides
to seek revenge (Reynolds, 2017, p. 55).
Shawn makes sure their mother has her eczema soap
after their dad passed (Reynolds, 2017, pp. 24-25).
The main questions of the book: should Will follow
the rules and continue the cycle of violence in his
community? What will happen to Will if he breaks
the cycle?
Justyce’s loyalty to his ex-girlfriend Melo. He walks
to pick her up when she is drunk even though they are
broken up because he is aware it is dangerous for her
to be out alone at night (Stone, 2017, pp. 4-6).
Justyce being handcuffed, hit by a police officer, and
almost arrested while trying to help Melo (Stone,
2017, pp. 7-11).
Justyce discussing how he thought the way he dresses
and where he goes to school would prevent him from
looking threatening or like a thug (Stone, 2017, p.
12).

SelfManagement

Responsible
Decision
Making

Social
Awareness
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●

●

●

●

●

●

“Yeah, there are no more ‘colored’ water fountains,
and it’s supposed to be illegal to discriminate, but if I
can be forced to sit on the concrete in too-tight cuffs
when I’ve done nothing wrong, it’s clear there’s an
issue. That things aren’t as equal as folks say they
are” (Stone, 2017, pp. 12-13).
Justyce notes that his teacher, Doc, is the only half
Black man he knows with a PhD (Stone, 2017, p. 20).
Lack of opportunity and role models for many young
Black students.
Students in class discussing how White people and
Black people face different consequences for the
same crimes (Stone, 2017, pp. 27-29).
Manny and Justyce, being some of the only Black
kids at school, struggle with their White friends who
do not understand how racism affects them. Manny’s
friend group claims they live in a “color-blind”
society and that everyone is equal (Stone, 2017, 3233).
Jared’s Halloween costume that shows different
stereotypes and is meant to be a political statement
about racial equality turns out to be offensive (Stone,
2017, pp. 39-42).
Justyce’s best friend Manny is shot by an off-duty
police officer in his own car for playing music too
loud (Stone, 2017, pp. 117-123).
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Appendix B
The following teaching guide provides six lesson plans integrating SEL into language arts
lessons about YA novels. To access the PDF version of the teaching guide with links to the
materials, click here.
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other was at an urban school in the Southwest. This study was to analyze how students respond
to reading multicultural literature. The data was primarily collected from the journals in which
students did freewriting while reading the novel. The conclusion was that students showed
enthusiasm and a sense of agency when engaging with the multicultural text. The authors of this
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instruction. This specifically backs up the strategy of combining SEL standards with learning
objectives and state objectives as well as the strategy of using interactive pedagogy. Both of
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faces the loss of his brother Shawn to gun violence. In their community, there are rules: no
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This source reflects on SEL as it is growing in popularity through school districts in the U.S. in
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This article provides a transcript from a podcast interview with Christina Cipriano, the director
of research at the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, about SEL. Cipriano emphasizes the
necessity of SEL in teaching young adults to manage themselves. Cipriano also draws on the
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interventions proved to have long-term positive effects on students’ academic achievement,
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